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Any anthropological investigation of learning in school
necessarily must take‘xnto agcount.a broader(soctocultural
“context. What the appropriate context is for such studies,
Rowever, is s matter of considerable debate. For example,
John Ogbu (1981) described the approach vhich he took in
his investigation of the education of Black Americans in
Stockton, California as macroethnographié. He descrlbed:
hon the economic and soclal structure of Stockton influenced
educational policlies and politiés in the schools, Further, he
argued that American goclety, in general, and Spockton.
in particular, tradltlon#lly have maintainad a caste-like
stratlfléatlonﬂsystem. The system has, gnd to some extent
still does, obstruct or at\leastzlmpede access for Blacks;

Puerto Ricans and Mexican-Americans to high status occupa-

tions for which advanced schooling i1s.a necessary prere-
requisite (1979). Becauss these hlgﬁ status jobs have:long
been denied to those segments of the population which he
‘callpd "caste minorities”, Ogbu argues that Black, . Mexican-
. Americans and Puerto Rican youths are less likely than others
to become effectively socialized'through;scﬁobling for oc-
cupations and statusses thaéltradltlonally have been out of
reach. Por th;se resasons, Ogbu is critical of Qtudles that
attempt to explain the disproportlonate.rate of school fail-

ure of minority youths by referring to their values, lack of

motivation;, intelligence, differences between ma jority and

minority cultures, or miscommunication in the classroom.(1981),
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‘In contras%.'Frederick Erikson, among'others. 1nsists
that since it is 1nd1v1dual human,belngz who learn. the prl-
mary foeus of anthropological studies of education shoulé?é
upon "individual thought and action as it takes place in im-
redlate environments of learning” (Erikson, 1982:152)., Erik-
son does not deny the relevance of roial structure or pol-
1tical economy to the study of learning, but'ca?tions that
there 1s a tradeoff between breadth of analysis and sheéif-
lcity. By focussing on the influence of family, peer group,
or éatterns of communication between students and teachers,
one runs the ;lsk of not understanding fhe general ecology
of the forest due to an over-riding interest in a particular
ﬁlnd of tree nearby. On the other hand, by focussing primar-
1ly on clags or socilal stratification one may lose sight of
more immediate influraces over thé beliefs, values and ac-
tions or living. bregthlng human beings. As was succinctly
put in the eplgram of T.J.G. Locher, "One should not confuse
totality with completeness., The whole 1§ more than the as-
sembled parts, but it 1& surely also iEsQ” (In Wallerstein,
1974:8).

A theoretical challenge recognized by Erikson, Ogbu,
Judith Hansen (1979) and a growing number of anthropologists

)1s to lntegrate the study of social structure with the study

of 1nf1uences upon the behavior of individuals -- albeit
1nd1v1duala belonging to particular classes or ethnic groups.
While many studies have shown that being of a particular
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"socideconomic stafus or belonging to & minority group.is'
related to the type of’exgérignces one has in school. One's .
vosition in the socilal structure. does not directly determing
academic success or fallure. Rather, it will be argued here
that soclal structureaﬁlfferentially distributes resources
and challenges relevént.for achlievement in terms of the “"of-
fiéial" values of school and society; The configuration of
‘resources cdnfronting youths from different segments of soci-
ety iﬁfluence\the liklihood of experiencihg success and re-
cognition, or, conversely, failure and derision, for one's ef-
forts }n pursuit of tne mastery of academic and other skills
defined by the school as relevant for success in society.

The recognition or dertsion recei&ed for one's efforts, in
turn, 1nr1upnces tﬁe liklihood of idantifying with one of a
_number of alternative youth subcultures. In that these sub~- ~

cultures define meaning and value ln_the context of day to
day-interaction with significant others, subcultural affil-
iation is perhaps the most immediate if not the most import-
ant influence upon students’ perceptions of what is relevant
An 1earn1ng to adapt to one's surroundings.
THE CORPQS CHRISTI STUDY

The information to be praéentgd here was compiled as
part of a research project whose prim@r& purpose was the in-
vestigation of biological, psychological and sociscul tural
influences upon the blood pressureés of sdolessents in Corpus
Chriséi. Texas, These data were gathered during two years
of. research in four éorpua Christi area high s.hools. Working

in the schools as a guest health toadher from tre local ped-

191
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iatric hoepital, there uas anple opportunity to obaerve in-
teraction among students and between students and teachers.
In addition. life history interviews were conducted and ques-
tionaires were administered regarding soclal and demographic
characteristics and psychosocial adaptation. .

The rour.schoolq,in which the research was cenducted
provided. a sample that was representative of the adolescent
population of .Corpus Christi. Mexican-Americans constituted
61% of study participants; 34% were Anglo; 4% were Black,and;
1Zidentified tnemselves as something‘other than.tne first

fifree categories.* Dirdng the course of fieldwork, 1t became

apparent,that Mexican-American youths, on average, received
poorer grades for thelr academic work end were less like1§

to graduate from high school than were the Anglo students.

In one predominantly Mexican~American school. less than hglf
the number of students who gntered Y] rreshmen completed
their senior year. In response to an item on one of the ques-

\
tionaires, almost 50% of Anglo stndents reported that they

’got mostly "A°'s" and "B';” on' their report cards comtared
to only 19% of Mexican-Americans (TABLE 1). Only 16% of An-
glos reported getting mostly “C‘s" and "D's" or "D's" and ;
""F's" compared to 32% of Mexican-Ame:_.:ans.
It has long been argued that public education is a means

* to promote equal opportunity and to eliminate inequality in

society. However, to the extent that educational performance

&

Because of the-small number of Blacks and youths who iden~
tified themselves as "other", the discussion will be con-
, fined to findings regarding Mexican -~American and Anglo youths.

6




in high school predicts future soc)oeconomic status, it woulq
apvear that the inequalities that have existed between Mexican-
Americans and Anglos since Texas became independent from y
Mexico 1n 1836 are not being eliminated by the schools. The
differencg between ﬁexican-American and Anglo aduvlts in
certain indiqa€3f§ of socloeconomic status is dramatic. At the
time the study was conduéted, 31% of Mexican-Americans in
Corpus Christi had incomes below 4the federal poverty line
compared to- ‘only 7% of Anglos. 53‘ of Mexican-Américans in
Corpus Christi -had incomes that were.less tHan 150% of the
poverty line. 65% of Mexican-American youths participating

in this study indicated that neither of tﬁeir pérents had

graduated from high school as compared to only 9.2% ror

Anglos. 35‘ of Anglo youths reported that at least one of
their parents had a cqllege degree as compa;ed to only éX
for Mexican~Americans. Not only were Mexican-American'students
nuch more likely to be from low income families anqﬁo have
difficulties with their school work, but according to respon; ‘
ses to the questionaire items regarding pqychoeocdal.adagtation.
they also faced greater difficulties in their psychosocial
ad justment at school. Mexican-American youths were more lkely
to indicate that-they "feel that they are just not makiné it

in this school"” (Q #7), they were "having trouble figuring
out what the teachers want them to do" (Q #43), were less
likely to"understand what to do and how to act in order to
do well in school” (Q #9), and neré less likely to feei that
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they"fit in and can relate well to people in this ‘school”

(Q #10). In light of the information presented thusfar, the

question that must be answeered now is: “Jhy is the inequality

bgtween;ﬂexlcan-Amegiugn aﬁd Anglo adults-aéparently being

replicated in a-new génerarioa of high school, students?
/The expianation most often given by teachers for the

disproportionate rate of school failure by Mexican-Amerigan

students was that there was.a lack offmotivation to do wellv

in school. On the basis of extensivg obserVat;oﬁ and the

responses to questionaire items Eggarding’mntiVation. it

appears.that this explanatldnw;s 1ncorrect‘or. at best, mis-~

leading. Mexican-American and Anglo youths were equally likely

to indicate that tﬁey agreed with the statement, “How well

I do in scyool is very important to me" (Q #&). The two groups

also were equally likely to disagree with the statement, "Much

of what I am expected to do in this school 1s a waste or“time"

. Q #6). Mexican-American student; were even more likely than

Anglos to agree with the statement, "Trying to leafn what the

teachers presen® to us in class is worthwhile" (Q #4). Purther,

Mexican-Americans and Anglos did not significantly differ

in regards to the type of employment theat they preferred

after completing their schooling. Both groups expressed a

strong preference for professional or business careers.

Two .possible explanations for the unequal educational

outcomes of Mexican-Americans and Anglos are (1) prejudice,
and (2) cultural insensitivity on the part of teachers. Al-

though during the course of fieldwork I would occaslonally
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hear remarks by teachers that ‘could be interpreted as bigoted
or racist. the Vast ma Jority of ‘teachers certalnly Nere not
preJudiced. On the contrary, most were extremely,daqicoxed,in
thelr work nith stu@ents. In regaros to the possibility that
teachers iere not sensitive to the unique problems and po-
tentialities of Mexican-American students, it 1s.also unlikely
that this could be a major detrimental 1nrluence upon the aca-

demic performance of Mexican-American students. In two ot

-

&

the schools where research was conducted, there were as many

Mexican-Americans on the fawulty as Anglos. There appeared

. to be no significant difference in the learning behavior ¢

of Mexican-American students in schools wlth large Mextcan-

Amerlcan raculties as compared to schools Nith fewer Mexican-
Anerican teachers. | ‘

. Another posslble explanation for differencés in educa-
tional outcome between Mexican-Americans and‘Anglos that was
offered by some teachers and administrators was that dirrerenoes
between .these two groups had nothing to do nlth ethnicity, .
race, or langauge: rather, differences that are observed are
attributable to socloeconomtc status. Although there 1s evidence
to support this position, for historical reasons there has

long been\and continues to be g very strong association be-

.tween ethnicity and socloeconomic status in Corpus Carigty (Tayler

193“%
It is probably true that working class youths (both

Mexican-American and Anglo) are less likely to have as many
books oxr a quiet plece to study in their homes as the children

of profeasionals. They also are less likely to have role models
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‘ among friends and relatives who can help demonstrate on a
dally bvasis exactly what must be done in order to succeed
in school. Just as importantly. however, Mexican-Amerlcan
\youths of low gocioeconom{g status are less likely than anglos
from elther professional or working class families to have
friends and relatives who can provide instrumental support
such as money for a cpllége education or "palanca" (t.e. con= '
nections) with potential employers in deslrable Jobs. All of
these factors ay be consldered proximal manifestations of,
the 'social striucture of Ctrpus Christi that are directly re-
l#ted to educational outcomes. '
JMoney also is quite important in the informal evaluations
' 6r students bywthe;r teachers.aﬁd peérs. For exémple. paftfc-
¢ ipation in school sponséred activities 1is tne means of gaining

recognition and respect. Such participation, however, can often

s .

be expensive. It can cost the families of girls‘tho are in-
terested in beooming ohearlgaders or being on the:pep squad
$150 to $350 for unifroms and attendence at summer “training
.‘camﬁs. Such exptnses obviously place a heavy burden on ‘the
budgets of low~1ncome‘ram111es and undoubtably prevent many
girls from participating in these prestige rendering activ-
itiea. Similarly. youths interested in competitive athletics
may find it dtrficult to partlcipate. One boy, wishing to
contribute to the Qupport of his family, worked a full time job
ghile going to school and playing on the school besketball
team. He eventually had to te hdspitalizéd for nervous exhayus-
. tion. Other p;estige‘rendering\aotivities and goods that re~

quire money include having a “quinceanera” celebration, ‘run-

- 1o




ning-for'homecoming queen or "class sweetheart", haviné‘aé-
cess to automobilgs. motorcycles, surfboards, stereos and
fasfionable clothes. Youths kho cannot &fford these things
are constantly having the notion reinforced that the.ideal
image of American 1life T?égzﬁgph school 1s supposed tc be
preparing them is somehonéz‘baxj.rxd reach.

: " Kr. Dominguez, a Me;icangmerlcan teacher who was sen-
sitive to the proviems that peverty can pose for the ad justment e

~ of students made the following comment: |

The problem here is not so much one of Anglos versus
MeXicans. The problems that these kids have mostly boil
down to economics. The kids who have the hardest time

in school are the ones from the poorest families. Besldes.
not learning and catching hell from the teachars, these
kids are subject to a lot of peer pressure. For example,
the girl who “ears the same blouse to school for a week
Will -be shamed by the othurs. These kids don't do too
well with their classes but a 1ot of them can get by and
have a pretty good time while they are going to school.
‘The real problems for thém will start when they go out’
and try to make a living. . ) ’

The partibularly crass quments of An Anglo-boy named_
John typify the sorts of problems that low income youths often ;
face, particularly those who dé no? conform to the dominant ‘
culéurgl In an interview I asked John who were :ome of his
friends |
John ieplied only half Jokingly, "I only hang outxwith
White kids." He went on to explain that he had a buddy who
was Mexican, but that this friend didn’t speak any Spanish
and wasn't "the scuzzy kind of Meskin" John continued, saying,
"Most Mexicans aren't cool.”

I asked him - what he meant by “cool".

'Well,” he replied, “the cool Mexicans sre the ones who

o




have a little money. The rest of them just hang around by

. A
themgselves." . ' . .

It should be added that Méxican-Amériéan youths whao were

from more affluent families and who were more likely to be
culturally and lin&uistically‘more similar to thelr Anglo
peers, ran the risk of being labelled as “tio tacos", "ven-

d1dos", or sell outs. Thus, it. 1s not just in relation to.

. ) '°

) " academic performance that Mexican-Americans, especially %hose
from low income families, were more 1likely to experience -
‘greater difficulties, but in informal interaction with peers,
as well. This is further éémohstratéd by responses to ques-
tionairé‘itgms reéarding psychosopial adaptation. Mexican- ;
Amorican}youths were more likgly to agree 'with statements

N -

such as: "When I am around other people my age, I feel that

they have got 1t together more than I do" (Q #12)3~1 reel

alone and iuolated even among my friends" (Q #15); "iIn gencral.

I reex thut I am not well liked by others' (Q #51), The data

< presented here point to &ome of the formidable, although .

not insurmountable prodblems tg;t Mexican-American yoﬁiha in °

Corpus Christi face. Obviously it is not the case that all

or even most Moxidan-Anericgn youths, rich or poar, are mal-

adguatod 1ﬁ'achool. Hosﬁ'get along quite ﬁell. and,. of course,

some Anglo youths have difficulties as well. Nevertheless,

the higher r=z%e of school tailurﬁ and the fact that Mexican-

Anericans nro more‘lzkely to have difficulties in ad justing

to the uuvironment of the school strongly suggest that thege

dirretenoes between groups do not ocour because of chanca.




THE CONPRONTATION OF MYTH AND REALITY

A fundamental task of the-schools as soeclalizing agents
ofisocietyiis to convince young people that if they work
hard in schocl, as in other endeavors, they will achieve
success (Bowles& Gintis, 1976). This proposition has been
called the myth of meritocracy. Through their experiencés in
achool, studentg gre taught that their success depenés solely
upon their individnal é?{orts and adblilities. Those whe ere.compé-
vetent and who work hard\égn expect to rise to the ton. Con-
versely, those who are not successful .should be considered
losers. Just as success is explained by individusl merit,
lack of success is explained by personal dericiencies. Whether
or not their teachers explicitly tell them. poor students
learn in school that they must somehow he lacking in merit.,
So too must their parents and friends be lacking in merit
if they do not posess the material symbols of success that
are so highly valued in American culture. .

Given the peculiar pattern of distribution of educa'fgg;l-
outcomes and wealth among Mexican-Ameri¢ .ns and Anglos;(the
validity of the myth of neritocracy must be seriously qaestioned.
Certainly the differences in educational outcomes betueen
Anglo and Mexican-American youths cannot be explained\in
terms terms of the motivation or abilities of 1nd1v1d&hl
studenta. More than in anything else, it is in these contra-
diotions of myth with reality, and asp;rations with opportun-
ity structure; that the origins of proglematio psychqsocial
ad justment and correspoﬁdlhglr. the incentive totidentlfy




. : ! ’ 12,

oneself with subcultures wpose values are différenﬁ from.
1f nct in conflict with,thnose of the "offlclal” culture of
. the schools 1is to be found. ’
Qé?BCULTURAL ADAPTATIONS

The ménner in which Corpus Christi adolescents adapt
to their circumstances, both psychologically and socia%ly,
13 related to the configuration of resources, opportunities
and challenges which they face. On the basis of interviens
aﬂdeBEEi?EEiBKET“iE;ﬁﬁ§>found that the children of profes-
stonals in Corpus Christi tended to be more future oriented,
and were more likely to conform to the idealized norms and
cﬁltural values of both thelr teachers and their parents.
In contrast, youths from working class families tended to
be. more present oriented. They wee:more likely to find their

schodi work to be difficult and were less likely to do well.

Both Anglo and Mexican-American yérking class youths were

likely to identify with youth cultures whoss hehavioral norms
were different from if rot inconsistent with those those of-
ficially sanctioned by the schools.

By focussing more on the-presént, the gap between ex-
. pectations and asplrations for achievement in school and
gsoclety may be overcome by the flow of everyday events. Or-
1enting one’s interests toward the social activities of the
present offers a behavioral context and cofresponding meaning
system in which»one learns to interact with peers so as to
gain racoghition aé\a competent and worthy person. Thus, the

subcultures that youths from different soclal and ‘economic

e,
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circumstances learn to identify with should be considered
as adaptations that are related to thelr position in the
soclal structure. Whether the student 1is Mexican-American
or Anglo, of low socloeconomic status or affluent, greatly

* influenced but did not totally determine the subculture with

which an individual ildentified. These. subcultures and cor-

responding adaptational styles are briefly described below.

Preppies (Frats). Most of the youths who beionged fb this
®.
subculture are the children of Anglo professionals. These

youths tend to be interested in.and excell in school and
school related activities. School work, like other challenges
which these youths face,.ls handled with relative ease. They
usually are popular with their classmates, and are the most
likely to be school leade;s. They tend to have the social
amenities consistent with the high status of their families

in the community. As was stated by one young male preppie,

*The people in my group are the all-around studs.”

Kickers (Cowboys). In the local parlance, the term "kicker" :

1s more or less synonomous with "cowboy" or "red neck". The

+ Kickers, even more so than the Prepples, are predominantly

—~—

an Anglo group. Most of the Kickers I met were the children
of working class parents. At the time of the study, houéver;
to be a Kicker was "in", and bbople from nany‘ﬁacksrounds
were adopting the trappings of the subculture of kickers --
i.e. cowboy hats with turkey feathers in the brims, pickup
trucks, boots, and "Texas music”. It may be said of the

Kickers that they both work hard and play hard. Unlike the

| Y
Ut
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prepple, the kicker's life 1is not likely to be centered

around school or school activities unless tne school pas

an active Future Farmers of America e¢lub. They were the least
likely of any group to aspire to be pro{gssionals or to go

to college. The Kicker establishes his conpetence by what

he does, and not Ey"paper shuffling} One kicker youth who was
doing poorly in school explained to me that hé waf not the |

least bit conczrnsd because he knww that he could always go

to—Houstonand—earn good wages at his Uncle George's welding
shop.

Achievement Motlvated Strivers.’ Working class.youths in Corpus

Christl who are nét kickers.face far greater challenges in
adapting to their surroundings, both 1in material and in gub- |
Jective terms. Most such youths are Mexican-Americans. A
minority of working class'youthé dedicate themselves whole-
heartedly to preparation for upward social mobility. Because
they do not have some of the advantages of the children of
professionals, th1§ often implies almost a single-minded
pursuit of achievement'nhicﬁ. undex. certain dircumstances.

can sometimes isolate one from one's peers., Those who choose
this®cultural -adaptation and fail to achieve their objecti;es
may face great'frultration. For this reason, this can ®e con=-
sidered a sybculture of high risk.

Dues Payers. Most youths whom I obqerved who were dues payers
were Hoxican-Amgrioana from nofﬁing class families, although
there were some Anglos, as well. Dues payers attempt to con-
form to official school norms but achieve only moderate success

in schodl. Like achlevement motivated strivers, they would

-
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1ike to do well in schoel, but have resigned thgmselves to
the fact that they are not superibr students, They generaliy
are serious and respectful, and. interested in learning what
they can in the time that they have left in school.

Good Timers. Geod Timers are generally working class youfhs

who do not pay much attention to official school noras, but
Nhen they think about it, would like to do well in school.

One such student by the name of Lupe 1s a persoﬁ.who is. turned

Ofl To school. His attention i1s usually directed to more im-
mediate interests such as playing “street footSall; and being
n;th friends. According to Lupe, the things that he en joys
most are hard rock music and parties. The thing that he likes
most about school is, "Walking around the halls and talking

“to friends." According to Lupe, :It 1t were not for the classes

and tests, school would be great." Lupe’'s father 1s-a janitor
in a ﬁérehouse. '

Chicanos. Chicanismo is a subcultﬁre that 1s explicitly oriented
toward the interests, tastes and styles of working class
Chicanos. The South Texas variety of the Spanish language,
music and culture is glorified. Curiously, Chicanismo serves

a similar adaptive function for working class Mexican-Americans
as does the Kicker suboulture for working class anglos. Both
Kickers and Chioanoé.mgke the statement: We have no need to
conform to the norms of middle class Anglo society. Our way,
the way of us norﬁing folk, 1s legitimate. We deserve to be
resepected for being the way we are, and not for trying to
become something we are not." Thus, both dignify a working

LIS
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class orientation -- ene with Anglo cultural compenents,
and the other with Mexican. The ms jor difference between the
chicano and Kcker gubcultures is that the Kicker way is
glorified as the folk culture of Texas. Chicanismo, on the.
other hand, has received much less acceptance as a legitimate
cultural form from Anglos and even some Mexican-Americans.
Mr. Dominguez, the teacher, attempted to develop the Chieane
subculture among his students‘in the hope that they would
develop pride in themselves ahd their own cultural heritage.
Discontent with Anglo dominated\society and culture would
be channelled into constructive social purposes rather than
being manifested in destructive vandalism and delinquincy,

as he had sometimes observed. ' . ' v .

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION \ "

It 13 clear from this study that Mexlcan~American youths
in Corpus Christi are mors likely thau Anglo youths to have

difficulties in conforming to the"official"norms of the schools
and society. This 1s so despite the fact that Mexican—Amerlccn‘
youths were no less likely than Anglcs to emuracc those norms
as the ideal. Mexican-American youths, especially those who

are Spanish speaking or who are poor, were more likely to also
be denied the respect and esteem of their peers and thelr
teachers. While maintaining the desire to do uell acadelcally.
youths who experience little accompllshment as a result or
their school work and who do not have 'a clear vision of how

to achleve their lofty goals for the future, tend to identify

with youth oriented subcultures. The particular subculture
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‘with which one identifies 1s strongly related to thg config-~
‘ uration of opportﬁnities and challenges conffontlng‘youths
of differing soc;al and economic clrcumstances.

Corpus ‘Christl youths from different segments of the
soclal spructufe select frgm tﬁe various subculﬁgres the
meﬁning system and corresponding pattern of soclal ter-
action that best facilitates thelr being recognized as soclally
competent and reépectable human belngs.

The examination of how choices are made between altérnative
subcultures by youths of differing soclal and economic cir-
cumstances who are looking -for respect and, recognition is
an important component ‘in the anthropological study of ed~
‘ucation. It explicitly links social structufé"fa”fﬁérﬁa§g~i—#ﬁ—wﬁ—m——

1mﬁediate,1evels of analysis associated with the motivations,

values, and ‘learning behavior of individuals. Campus Christi
adolescents learn what they feel they need to know in order
to meet the challenges of everyday 1ife. The content of what
is learned 1is greatl& influenced, although not totally de; . -
termined by the opportunities .and challenges that are dif- h

ferentially distributed ameng the youths, consistent with

-the social and economic structures of the area.




—~
TABLE 1

USUAL GRADES IN SCHOOL -

Spanish- , English-

Speaking Speaking I

Mex.-Ams. __Mex. Ams. __ Anglos
As & Bs " 55 19.2% 14 14.7% 144  48.6%
Bs & Cs 141 49.1% 50 52.6% 89 35.5%
Cs & Ds 78 27.2% 26 27.4% 31 12.3%
i = ' \
DS & Fs 13 4.5% 5 5,33 9 3.6%
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